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Transnationalism and the Karen wrist-tying ceremony: An ethnographic account 
of Karen settlement practice in Brisbane  
Abstract 
When settling, people often use cultural schema from their original homeland to build 
familiarity in unfamiliar surrounds.  This paper draws on ethnographic fieldwork 
conducted by the first author in Brisbane, with the Karen community from Burma, 
during which participant observation and interview methods were used.  We present an 
ethnographic account of the Brisbane Karen wrist-tying ceremony.  The ceremony acts 
as an insight into the challenges for Karen whilst settling into Australia.  It reflects 
multiple accounts of history and tradition, but simultaneously speaks to emerging, 
contemporary Karen contexts.  This research contributes to richer understandings of 
settlement: it frames transnational cultural practice as a flexible mode of integration, 
rather than an exclusionary mode of othering.  We propose that the integrative discourse 
of the ceremony creates familiarity and social connection in local and diasporic spaces. 
This acts as a counter to the challenges of Karen settlement including the negotiations 
of local/global identity politics.  




Introduction: Karen wrist-tying and transnationalism 
This paper presents a case study of transnational practice, using an ethnographic 
description of the Karen wrist-tying ceremony in Brisbane, Australia.  Whilst we 
acknowledge the diversity of their refugee experiences, many Karen participants in this 
ceremony share common journeys of flight from Burma1, refugee status in a second 
country (usually Thailand) and permanent settlement in Australia, ‘as a result of one of 
the longest running civil wars in the world’ (UNHCR 2010)At the end of June 2014, 
118,917 people from Burma were registered with camps along the Thai-Burma border 
and another 48.29% remain unregistered.  Since 2005, 96,209 people from Burma have 
been resettled to over a dozen countries, primarily to the US and Australia (The Border 
Consortium 2014, pp. 4-10). Families and communities have thus been split globally. 
Around 10,000 Karen refugees live in Australia’s capital cities, including approximately 
1,000 in Brisbane.  The numbers are imprecise since immigration data recognises 
nationalities (Burmese) rather than ethnicities (Karen).  When settling in Australia, the 
Karen –like other refugee communities – must confront a variety of challenges to come 
to terms with their new environment.  These challenges include the need to find ways of 
fitting into a social landscape vastly different from those in Thai camps and Burmese 
villages; it requires adjustment to more developed yet complicated and foreign forms of 
                                                 
1 In this paper we use Burma – instead of Myanmar – to refer to the Karen community’s country of origin. 
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healthcare, transport, education, and social services, and to a predominantly English-
speaking sectarian society.  The Karen must build a sense of community within this 
landscape whilst maintaining solidarity with Karen in Burma and the rest of the global 
Karen diaspora.  Here we examine the wrist-tying ceremony as an important window 
into the complex dynamics of community building for members of this relatively 
nascent diaspora in Australia.  
Our approach is to examine the wrist-tying ceremony not as an othered “out-of-place/ 
out-of-time” cultural artefact, rather as an aspect of belonging processes2 driven by the 
Karen community. There has been considerable critique of the stereotypical portrayal of 
refugee communities as helpless and needy (Watters 2001). Here we take up an interest 
in the wrist-tying ceremony as a powerful aspect of Karen community building, and one 
that can remind us to acknowledge the strengths of community rather than persist with 
“deficit only” imaginations.  By so doing we present a particular cultural practice as a 
means of community building in local and global spaces.   
It is our understanding that this symbolic movement between social spaces (local and 
global) using cultural practice as an agent is a transnational engagement.  Whilst 
transnationalism is loosely regarded as durable and borderless social networks 
(Vertovec 2009, p. 3), here we use a particular branch of transnationalism that 
recognises how collective consciousness and memory engages with identity work and 
belonging both “here and there”.  Transnationalism as a type of consciousness 
(Vertovec 1999) embodied through cultural practice can take “traditional” ethnic 
categorisations into new territories (Castles 2002, p. 1158); it allows identities and 
                                                 
2 Belonging is regarded as conceptually vague in the social sciences, yet its dynamic, ongoing nature, and 
its relation to connectedness and material culture and symbolism are largely accepted in the literature 
(Skrbis et al. 2007).  
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communities to adapt to new social spaces (Tapp and Lee 2004, p. 28) and for 
negotiations of belonging (Skrbiš et al. 2007).  This is pertinent for the Karen, since 
homeland politics has long excluded many from using cultural practice to express 
identity.  Thus the opportunity to evade the boundaries of Burma by tapping into local 
and global wrist-tying networks has created an environment where solidarity can 
prosper amidst Karen diversity.  The ceremony is then presented here as being an 
articulation of this tension between the individual and community – the excluded and 
those that “belong”.  
 
Researching the Brisbane Karen wrist-tying ceremony 
Our purpose is to provide an ethnographic account of the Brisbane Karen ceremony 
using material collected by the first author during PhD fieldwork (February 2011 – 
February 2012).  The ethnographic material was collected at the event primarily through 
participant observation, as the researcher was an audience member and participated in 
the ritual with a Karen friend.   
Ceremonial participation put into question the researcher’s position.  Shinozaki (2012, 
p. 1811) argues that in migrant research the researcher’s positionality is characterised by 
ongoing boundary-drawing between her/himself and participants, such that power 
relationships become implicit and boundaries fluid.  The first author is not Karen but a 
New Zealand-born Australian female.  Nor can she speak Karen.  Through fieldwork in 
the community and attendance at Karen events, she became familiar to the Karen 
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community and friend of many participants.  Her position allowed her to flow between 
an outsider (non-Karen researcher) and insider (friend of the community). 
The ceremony’s speeches – except for a reading of the KNU’s address to the Karen 
diaspora – were delivered in Karen and English.  Throughout, the researcher asked 
participants questions about the ceremony.  Afterwards, the researcher conducted semi-
structured interviews with two Karen participants (both fluent in English; one a Karen 
youth leader, the other an elder and cultural leader) to unpack and clarify meanings.  
Detailed field notes from attendance at the ceremony and interviews were recorded.  As 
part of the iterative process of interpretation, follow-up clarifications were sought in the 
interviews to gain an emic perspective, a cornerstone of ethnographic research 
(Atkinson and Hammersley 1994, p. 248).   
This ethnographic account owes much to a broader community-based ethnographic 
engagement.  Thus, while we focus attention on the ceremony, it is imperative to 
understand it in a wider context. We do not wish to essentialise the ceremony as a fixed 
entity with a fixed set of meanings; hence in our introduction to its history we 
deliberately merge a literature-based account of the ceremony with local understanding 
to highlight the range and flexibility of meaning. 
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Before turning to the ethnographic description of one specific ceremony held in 
Brisbane, we begin with the context of the Burmese civil war, since this is the context 
that led to the ceremony’s Karen participants being in Brisbane.  
 
Karen context of civil war, displacement, resettlement 
The Karen have been subject to a protracted period of physical and cultural assault.  At 
the time of the decolonisation of Burma from Britain in 1948, hostile ethnic relations 
between the dominant Burmans and minority groups were deepened by questions of 
territorial governance and cultural diversity.  Questions of space, place and identity 
were increasingly answered in ways that marginalised a respectful recognition of 
cultural diversity and instead promoted a dominant, cultural “sameness” (Suzuki 2004, 
p. 65).  Burma is considered one of the most ethnically and culturally diverse nations in 
Southeast Asia – with over 130 languages recorded at the turn of the twentieth century 
(Lang 2002, p. 26).  Since 1963, an enforced policy of assimilation to a Burmese 
“national identity” required adaptation to Burman characteristics.   
This policy – “Burmanisation” (South 2007, p. 55), “Myanmarization” (Barron and 
Ranard 2007, p. 29) or “Myanmarfication” (Gravers 2007, p. 4) – has been associated 
with a violent military campaign against the Karen National Union (KNU) and 
substantial human rights violations including rape, pillaging, and village destruction 
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perpetrated against civilian Karen.  There are deeper layers though to this account of 
Karen nationalism, since “the Karen” are also culturally, religiously and linguistically 
diverse.  As Harriden (2002) argues, the growth of Karen nationalism can only be 
understood fully within an historical context of British colonisation and later with the 
post-colonial history of Burmanisation where the ensuing struggles for self-
determination required such solidarity.   
The continuing tensions within the Karen state has forged the promotion of solidarity 
yet also an acknowledgement of diversity, which remains a powerful contradiction that 
often results in alienation of significant parts of the community.  It is beyond the scope 
of this paper to re-count this history; instead we focus on how this political tension is 
managed within the ceremony, and how this already complex political negotiation of 
meaning is given additional complexity within a transnational space of refugee 
settlement in Australia.  We focus also on how the traditions of the ceremony speak to 
the needs of Karen who must now create a “new community” within a very different set 
of social circumstances. 
It is within these historical experiences that many Karen now find themselves outside of 
their homeland as part of a forced migrant diaspora. Such historical context ‘plays an 
important role in the development of transnational practice’ (Al-Ali et al. 2001, p. 586), 
allowing us to recognise the interactions of socio-political forces on lives now lived 
abroad.  Cultural oppression in Burma thus gives added meaning to identity work in the 
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Karen diaspora, since the freedom to express Karen identity is itself then politically 
significant and serves as a powerful reminder of the attacks on identity at home.  
We turn to the ethnographic description of a specific Brisbane Karen ceremony as an 
example of how its meanings are constituted to reflect this history, and the authority of 
Karen tradition, but at the same time speak to the transnational negotiations of identity 
now required of the Karen diaspora.  We demonstrate that the ceremony now has added 
meaning when enacted in the diaspora, allowing Karen to adapt to new socio-political 
milieu.  
 
The Karen wrist-tying ceremony, Brisbane, 2011: an ethnographic 
description 
The Brisbane ceremony was held at a suburban Senior Citizens Club and attended by 80 
Karen of all generations. Equal numbers of men and women were present, along with 
20 non-Karen guests (friends, local dignitaries, settlement service and community 
development workers).  This was a small but significant proportion of the Brisbane 
Karen population, which according to Par Do3, a Brisbane Karen community leader, is 
estimated to number about 1000.  Inside the hall a stage was set up for a band, which 
was decorated with a three metre by four metre sign that read in English: ‘Welcome to 
                                                 
3 Karen participants’ names used in this study are replaced with Karen pseudonyms to protect their 
anonymity.   
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Karen Traditional Wrist-tying Ceremony 13-8-11’, and translated into Karen in much 
smaller font underneath.  There are numerous and at times contradictory explanations 
for the traditional timing of the event; for example it is the time of the ‘reaping of the 
rice’, the first day of reaping (Rajah 1986, p. 266), or when the rice stocks are exhausted 
(Par Pa Del 2011, personal communication).   
Two large flags, an Australian and a KNU flag, flanked the stage and space was left at 
the front for performances and a centre aisle for mobility.  Later in the ceremony two 
basic wooden rectangular tables were set in front of the stage, to hold the ceremonial 
items to be described later.  Most people sat in rows facing the stage, while others stood 
on the outer edge of the hall and casually moved around.  Most wore traditional dress, 
characterised by brightly coloured patterns, or black or white thick cotton, which came 
in the form of tunics, sarongs (longyi) or dresses.  Others wore a combination of non-
Karen and Karen dress (for example, denim jeans and Karen t-shirt).   
Once inside, people were given programs decorated with Karen flags and written in 
English, and a few had programs written in Sgaw Karen.  That the programs were 
written in Sgaw Karen is significant, since many older Karen who speak this language 
are illiterate.  Sgaw Karen is the most commonly spoken Karen language in Brisbane, as 
most Christian Karen who grew up in Burma speak Sgaw Karen and were consequently 
persecuted on account of their identity. There remains however a significant proportion 
of Brisbane Karen who cannot speak Sgaw Karen but instead use another Karen 
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language (usually Pwo), Thai, Burmese, or only English.  These circumstances highlight 
the linguistic complexity that all Karen must grapple with; not only must the community 
find a common language, but older Karen must also learn English without literacy skills 
in their own language.   
This mixture of Karen and non-Karen language and symbols was further reinforced by 
the Masters of Ceremony (MCs) who directed silent salutation to the Karen and 
Australian flags, which they said was in respect to their new homeland: ‘We owe so 
much to this country, Australia, it gives us new life and opportunity so we are very 
thankful’.  The MCs opened proceedings in Sgaw Karen and English with a summary of 
the ceremony’s historical significance.  Throughout, they used Sgaw Karen and English 
to translate speeches variously made in Burmese, Pwo Karen and Thai.  They 
introduced the ceremony both in terms of its animistic origins and its symbolic function 
in building community, thereby building a double-layered meaning articulating a shared 
identity within a context of religious and linguistic differences.   
The MCs explained how the ceremony retained a person’s k’la and wellbeing (a person 
has around three dozen personal k’la or souls/spirits).  Yet since the Brisbane Karen 
group is predominantly Christian, the MCs shifted the focus from its animist roots to 
values of unity and solidarity.  Moreover, within a context of settlement in Australia, the 
Karen unity narrative was tailored to also acknowledge a very different geopolitical 
circumstance.  Thus, when the Vice-Chairperson of the Australian Karen Organisation 
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(AKO – Queensland Branch) addressed the audience, he first acknowledged the 
Indigenous Traditional Owners of the land where the club stood.  Acknowledging the 
Indigenous Traditional Owners of the land is characteristic of formal, public events in 
contemporary Australia that seek to pay respect to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people.  The Karen, like the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people of Australia, 
share a history of British colonisation and an ensuing struggle to be recognised as a 
nation, which perhaps inspired this mark of respect.  
Performances followed the VC’s speech, including a poetic reading, instrumental and 
singing performances, a Done Dance, and choir songs, each having themes of Karen 
solidarity.  The MCs explained the allegory underpinning the Done Dance, a Karen 
dance consisting of lines of people moving in unison in flowing, soft and repetitive 
movements.  The allegory describes how an old man asked his seven sons to retrieve 
firewood from the jungle and to break it.  Each broke their wood with ease. The old man 
tied all of the wood pieces together and the sons tried again.  None could break the 
wood.  The old man said, ‘We Karen are like this firewood.  We need to stick together 
otherwise we will end up like broken firewood’.  The Done Dance thus provides a 
powerful metaphor for community solidarity, a central meaning of the ceremony.  
The ceremony was then taken into Karen national and political spaces via a message 
read from the President of the KNU.  Although most speeches were translated into 
Sgaw Karen or English, this message was delivered in Pwo and Sgaw Karen and not 
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interpreted into English, so the non-Karen speaking guests (including local politicians) 
were temporarily excluded from this more politicised space of Karen nationalism.  The 
message was interpreted into English after the ceremony, on the KNU website, and 
publicly accessible.  The KNU’s message was designed for the needs of the diaspora 
across the globe; thus whilst still focused on Karen solidarity it now also needed to 
negotiate the maintenance of this solidarity within a context of refugee settlement.  
Addressing ‘the Entire Karen People’ who are ‘beloved brothers and sisters’ (Karen 
National Union 2011), the presidential message reminded the audience of a shared 
historical consciousness of oppression and marginalisation in Burma, and that unity was 
crucial to address homeland persecution and legitimise Karen national identity:  
We really need unity of the Karen people. The ill-treatment of a Karen 
means ill-treatment of the entire Karen nation. The needed unity of the 
Karen people is the support and cooperation for the liberation of the 
entire Karen people. It is especially necessary for the new generation 
youths to participate and cooperate in the national and political 
movement. (Karen National Union 2011)   
The Karen diaspora is positioned here as instrumental in nation-building processes in 
Burma. The ceremony carefully crafts a narrative of building community both “here” 
and “there”.  Given the significance of homeland, the powerful meanings of place for 
the Karen must be re-negotiated within a context of Australian settlement.  Thus an 
elder spoke during the ceremony about Karen culture and tradition using a phrase from 
a traditional Karen song, ‘te kaw, te kaw’.  According to this elder, ‘te’, or water, and 
‘kaw’, meaning land or country, ‘is the country you are standing at the moment – this 
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[kaw] is your land’.  Te kaw signifies how land and country is defined intersubjectively 
by place, as place is defined by feeling Karen, being with Karen people, and sharing in 
the Karen communal life.  The elder said: 
A person who is traditional is peaceful, who likes culture is peaceful.  
Our tradition is in the jungle.  For example if you can see honey on a tree 
you don’t touch that tree.  That is tradition or culture but today it’s lost 
because the population is increasing but land doesn’t, it stays itself.  
Today I would like to share tradition but language is a problem.   
Clearly the link between tradition and land is strong and needs to be reconciled in the 
new settlement context.  The elder’s ceremonial speech concluded with a profound 
comment about how Karen people can utilise familiar cultural schema in forced 
displacement and resettlement: ‘Karen people have a commitment to understand 
language and culture.  Traditional Karen depends on finding truth, purity, brotherhood, 
loyalty.  If you can’t change your situation, change your mind.’  These words speak 
directly to the circumstance of a people geographically severed from their homeland, 
needing to reconcile their ongoing solidarity to a nation “at home” but at the same time 
create the capacity for belonging “here” too.  
An elder, Par Bu, explained the ceremony’s symbolic elements to the audience as it 
unfolded, as a number of Karen – young and old – were inexperienced with the ritual as 
were the non-Karen guests.  Seven edible materials, placed on the ritual tables, were 
used in this ceremony.  The items included flowers, sugar cane, bananas, cooked rice, 
sticky rice, water, coconut, candles, and white string.  Each item provided a powerful 
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metaphor; thus the flowers were described to ‘have a beautiful smell that can last for 
days and can be shared with everyone.’  Par Bu explained that symbolically this meant 
‘Wherever we are, we can tell about our story and culture.’  The diasporic significance 
of sharing one’s culture in a multicultural space was followed up with a sense of 
nevertheless retaining some boundaries within this sharing.  Here the symbolism of the 
banana provided guidance.  Par Bu explained its relevance this way: ‘Grow one and it 
will multiply.  We will do so and never be apart.’  The banana thus exemplifies cultural 
reproduction and the importance of connection for Karen identity maintenance. 
According to Par Tha Dow, bananas symbolically underline the need to maintain 
endogamous marriage as central to the survival of Karen identity within a new context 
of settlement: 
Like the banana tree, if you cut it, it will grow again, and heaps of them 
will grow together. To interpret this means we want to marry our own 
people, Karen people only.  Now things are different – things have 
changed – but if you marry Karen only you save the language, people, 
and culture.  But it depends on the people, whether you want to educate 
your kids or not and continue the culture.   
The complex web of social meaning and interconnection reflects the nuanced way in 
which the challenges of settlement are made meaningful within the ceremony. The 
metaphor for social solidarity of “sticking together” was most literally present in regard 
to rice: ‘Before it is cooked, it is one by itself.  After cooking, rice is squished together.  
Every time you eat rice you remember your people and who you are’.  The thread was 
the final material in the ceremony.  It was interesting to observe that whilst this is 
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perhaps the most central material of the ritual, no one explained to the audience its 
symbolic or historical significance.  The literal act of tying wrists was perhaps seen as 
having such “obvious” symbolism of creating a social body, that it was not considered 
in need of explanation (we do however unpack the ceremony’s focus on social solidarity 
later in the paper).  
The ritual was performed after the final speeches.  Firstly a guest from Sydney spoke 
about unity and community.  He spoke in Pwo Karen, which, whilst being a dominant 
Karen language in Burma, is a minority language in Brisbane.  Many Karen in the 
audience could therefore not understand the guest’s speech, which again emphasises the 
changing, complex nature of Karen identity since resettlement.  Being part of the 
closing speeches, this reminder of the complexity of Karen identity came at a significant 
point of the ceremony. 
The final speech prior to the actual wrist-tying was delivered by the Chairperson of the 
Queensland branch of the AKO who thanked the audience for participating and made 
particular mention of the Karen community’s position in the Australian multicultural 
environment: 
If no audience, [the] event has no meaning.  Australia is a country with 
200 countries represented, and 300 communities.  I think of it as a 
beautiful garden with different flowers, different smells, colours.  We 
should be one flower in the Australian garden with [a] beautiful smell, 




The Karen national anthem was sung, which brought the homeland nationalistic context 
back to centre stage, as well as the related transnational engagements embedded within 
such nationalism when expressed outside of Burma.  There was a great buzz, excitement 
and rush to the ritual tables once the audience was invited to participate in the wrist-
tying.  The ritual act required a partner, and each person in the partnership had a wrist 
tied with white string by an elder, who then placed one of each of the symbolic items in 
each participant’s hands, and afterwards blessed the participant using water sprinkled 
over each arm whilst reciting a traditional prayer.   
 
The Karen wrist-tying ceremony and collective meaning-making 
We now employ historical literature and our ethnographic material to provide a layered 
account of the ceremony to show its capacity to be re-interpreted to meet changing 
circumstances (see also Rangkla 2014). The history and meaning of the Karen wrist-
tying ceremony is by no means a static set of concrete assertions.  Thus our goal is not 
to achieve a definitive historical account; rather we wish to reflect the process of 
collective meaning-making.  Following Weedon and Jordon (2012, p. 143) we are 
interested in past narratives that provide a sense of history, place and belonging, and 
thus we recount history here as a collective process undertaken by ordinary people 
enmeshed within contemporary lived circumstances.  
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Since it is argued that Karen script was introduced by the missionaries in the first half of 
the nineteenth century, much of Karen history relies upon oral tradition (Smith 1991, p. 
32).  As a consequence there is no historical literature or records to describe the 
ceremony before missionaries entered Burma.  Furthermore, since there is considerable 
cultural, linguistic, political and religious variation between Karen groups, there is 
division regarding the meanings, origins and ‘rules governing...the ceremony’ 
(MacLachlan 2012, p. 470).  Some commentators regard it as a ceremony to mark 
Karen cultural and ethnic identity as distinct from the many other diverse groups in 
Burma.  This particular version recounts how the Karen were historically marginalised 
and persecuted in their migration southward through Central Asia, particularly from the 
Yunnan State in China in 739 (Keenan 2004).  This interpretation however glosses over 
highly variable cultural, linguistic, political and religious characteristics that constitute 
being Karen, since it speaks only to a singular Karen identity.  Indeed the ethnographic 
material presented in this paper demonstrates how these cultural, linguistic and religious 
differences are strategically enacted within the ceremony.   
Herein lay the central tension of the ceremony as a marker of both unity and diversity. 
As Par Pa Del, a Brisbane Karen elder, explained: 
[The ceremony] came from when the Karen were living in China in 
Yunnan state. We know our Karen are prosecuted [sic] by the China 
King (is it King?) and so we separated.  Some chose the top of the 
Irrawaddy River, some the top of Mekong, or Salween, but before they 
depart they made the wrist-tying ceremony.  So we do not know our 
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neighbours, the language of Laos for example, but we know our brothers 
through this ceremony. When in the middle of Burma, and then go to the 
south, you can’t understand them [the Karen] very well.  The voice is 
different – sound heavy in the south.  In Delta, you can speak both 
Burmese and Karen words.  Karen Thai say “a” instead of “tha”, and 
Karen in Laos and Karen in Cambodia, and China are all different.  Our 
forefathers do this ceremony so we can see our own brothers. (Par Pa Del 
2011, personal communication) 
The history recounted here provides both a powerful social narrative of cultural and 
linguistic difference, and a shared history of persecution and forced migration. Given 
this history, it is not surprising that a ceremony borne from past forced migration should 
hold particular meaning in a more contemporary context of forced migration.  There is, 
however, another historical account that emphasises the ceremony as an animistic ritual 
that protects a person’s numerous spirits and wellbeing:   
Before Buddhism or Christianity was introduced to the Karen people, our 
ancient ancestors and great grandmothers and grandfathers lived in fear 
of different spirits. Therefore, our parents and grandparents used white 
thread, which they tied on the wrists of children after calling back their 
spirits. (Drum Publication Group 2013) 
From this animistic perspective, the act of wrist-tying can be used to protect individual 
wellbeing:   
...[it] draws relatives and friends from around the region and which takes 
place according to the lunar calendar. In each case, the heart of the 
ceremony consists of one act: one Karen person (often an elder) speaks a 
prayer or blessing over another Karen person and then ties a string 
around his or her wrist. This act is based on the belief that one’s spirit or 
soul may depart from one’s body, and if so, one will be in danger of 
illness or death. The idea of the wrist tying ceremony is to summon a 
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wandering soul during the prayer, and then to ensure it stays inside the 
body by tying a string around the wrist. (MacLachlan 2012, p. 470) 
From this perspective then the ritual is linked with animist traditions that link spirits 
with wellbeing.  Other sources explain how the white thread signifies purity, and that 
‘every Karen must have the white thread tied on their wrists after obtaining the blessing 
from elders, friends and well-wishes, who will call upon the guarding spirits to enter 
their lives’ (Karen Heritage 2005, p. 51).  These meanings are not mutually exclusive, 
however, since all/some can be enacted as part of the ceremony, as Whittaker (2000; 
pp51-53) for example identifies in a Karen community in Isaan, Thailand.  
According to Hayami’s research, the ritual can also be used on a larger scale to ensure 
the overall wellbeing of the community or at key points in an agricultural cycle (2004, 
pp. 143-146).  Par Pa Del too describes additional layers of meaning:  
Mostly there are three types of ceremony.  The first thing is marriage, 
and the son and daughter (man and wife) tie [their wrists with string].  
The second one is a demon – when they go out to find food, the demon 
catches their spirit and they lose their spirit.  The wrist-tying keeps the 
spirit.  But it is different because a person who thinks their spirit is 
caught and want it back must go to a “professor”, you know, like a 
teacher, in a spirit ceremony.  No one can come to your house for three 
days and three nights – except the professor.  At the wedding everyone 
comes to participate in the ceremony with them.   
But for wrist-tying ceremony, [in Brisbane] we celebrate usually in 
August.  In Burma, this is usually a very difficult time – heavy rain, 
everywhere is floating, no new paddy, the food is gone.  This ceremony 
lets families be kind to poor people and feed them when they need help.  
(Par Pa Del 2011, personal communication) 
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Par Pa Del’s account mingles a number of meanings, including the importance of 
protecting a person’s numerous spirits as well as, more broadly, symbolising 
community mindedness.  Thus Par Pa Del articulates a broader narrative of the 
ceremony, one which speaks to the present circumstances of the Karen whilst also 
drawing on the authority of collective memory.   
The practice of wrist-tying, as well as spraying another person with a particular scent 
(another practice sometimes used in wrist-tying ceremonies), are powerful symbolic 
acts of Karen identity work –  showing ‘that this is a true Karen’ (Karen Heritage 2005, 
p. 51).  According to Par Pa Del, red and blue string can also be worn; red signifying 
bravery or connection with Red Karen (Karenni), blue signifying honour.  Par Pa Del’s 
commentary is an example of a larger collection of specific meanings associated with 
individual items of material culture used within the ceremony.  It is said that up to 
thirteen items of material culture can be used, but each ceremony uses its own 
combination of, and rationales for, each substance (MacLachlan 2012, p. 270).  Each 
ceremonial item has a unique symbolism that links to collective identity, personhood 
and cultural integrity.  Most items are edible (for example rice, coconut and bananas).  
The items are placed in each participant’s hands and the edible items are eaten after 
performing the ritual.  Many sources claim that before tying the wrists with string, a 
prayer is spoken that ‘begins with the call “Come back, come back!” These are 
addressed to the wandering soul (MacLachlan 2012, p. 471).  A feast and social 
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gathering follows the ritual, as Par Pa Del described of his experience with the 
ceremony in refugee camps: 
[The] family prepare food, two-three kinds of curries, sticky rice, and 
appetite for people in neighbouring village come to celebrate and every 
family come to invite and have alcohol for drinks.  This is good for the 
young people, when they are – how do you say – talking to each other – 
courting. When [one is a] young adult it is good fun, but not for the 
Christians who don’t drink.  So it is eating, drinking, talking, singing, 
and the ceremony starts early. (Par Pa Del 2011, personal 
communication) 
The ceremony is thus fundamentally ‘...a time for reflecting on the community’ and an 
opportunity to reinforce ‘the connection between the individual’s health and well-being 
and the community’s social order’ (Hayami 2004, pp. 150-152).  As with  Lewis’ 
(2010) study of “community moments” among refugees in Leeds, the ceremony is an 
event that  provides ‘both an opportunity to indulge in familiar practices and, in the 
strangeness of the context, a staking of being here’ (2010, p. 583).  It facilitates an 
experience of continuity, familiarity and the novel in order to reconstruct a sense of 
being “at home”.  As Par Tha Dow also explained, despite the potential disjuncture of 
religiosity within the ceremony, the essence of a shared community could remain 
central: 
There’s spiritual things [connected with the growth of this ceremony].  
Before the British came to Burma to tell about the Gospel, we did a lot of 
stuff without God but with the belief in trees, spirits, and things 
[animism]. Most of Christian people believe in God above all else, and 
try to get to know him more and it has taken away from our culture.  And 
we don’t want to be separated from our culture and from the rest of the 
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community so we do this [ceremony] as a community. We need to be 
united and that is what it is all about. 
As another example, Par Bu provided a pragmatic take on the stickiness of rice whilst 
still maintaining the central idea of “sticky” community: ‘Sticky rice sticks together; 
especially with religion, although this isn’t a religious ceremony and there are many 
religions for Karen.  Whatever you believe in, stick with it’.  Both men recognise how 
the ceremony is steeped in religious and cultural complexities, and from Par Tha Dow’s 
position, despite his own devout religious beliefs, it is more important to emphasise 
community through cultural practice than to focus solely on God.   
We have presented the ceremony as demonstrative of the multiplicities of Karen 
identity, including how religious and cultural practice interact to form alternative 
methods of connection for this group.  The meanings of the wrist-tying are however also 
multiple, so that it can be symbolic of kinship, friendship, place and/or ethnicity, or as 
an animistic health/wellbeing ritual.  With these ethnographic and historical contexts in 
mind, we now turn to a discussion of the ceremony in terms of its broader positioning 






Brisbane Karen cultural practice and settlement challenges  
The 2011 Brisbane ceremony reflects many challenges facing Brisbane Karen in 
settlement.  Their collective desire to remain Karen within their new context; to draw 
together the diversities of language and religion among themselves; to show 
commitment to the cause of their homeland; yet to also build bridges within a socio-
political space that requires their allegiance and integration, is a complex web of 
accountabilities and commitments not easily melded together.  We do not suggest that 
the ceremony resolves all of these pursuits, however its capacity to render them all 
meaningful within a single event is remarkable. 
Consider the range of “diversities” at work.  Five different languages were necessarily 
used to address the audience, including two Karen languages taken from a possible 
twenty (Thawnghmung 2008).  There are diversities of religion with animism, 
Buddhism and Christianity all mingling and contesting within the single social space, 
which in Brisbane is largely dominated by Christian Karen.   
The religious variances are however considered important sources of maintaining and 
adapting Karen identity (Hayami 1996, p. 335), and so perhaps take on a significant role 
in the ceremony by also raising questions about what it means to be collectively Karen.  
There are diverse political positions, which can demand for example loyalty to the 
KNU, or a new sense of political alignment to an Australian national identity.  There is 
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a particular sophistication required here from the Karen who, as an Indigenous people 
seeking nationhood, share solidarity with Australian Indigenous people, but who must 
now show respect for the colonisers and the colonised.  Finally, we recognise there are 
also diversities in performance of the ceremony as it is enacted within differing contexts 
across the diaspora.  
These politics of difference are necessarily confronted by the ceremony’s integrative 
discourse of social connection and solidarity.  It extols the need for collective identity 
and collective practice; that to be Karen is to be with Karen, and to be Karen is to act in 
Karen ways whilst sharing this culture with others.   
Observations of the Brisbane ceremony support Hayami’s (2004, pp. 150-152) 
argument; that it is a moment of collective reflection that strengthens the connection 
between individuals and the community.  Collective transnational practice therefore 
supports integration and simultaneously builds community solidarity.  Collective 
transnational practice can, however, also gloss over important distinctions of 
personhood within the community that continue to drive difference and diversity.  We 
must therefore acknowledge the problematic nature of pan-identity processes, in which 
factionalism and tensions are inherent.  It is here that Julian’s (2004, p. 17) distinction 
between global identities and transnational identities is pertinent; the former aims for 
unity in the diaspora whilst the latter – transnational identities – are characterised by 
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local contestation.  We acknowledge then that this is a dynamic space, but also argue 
that this is why it is of interest.   
Whether collective or individual, transnational practice allows people to engage with 
identity processes on their own terms, and this is perhaps the most powerful aspect of 
the ceremony.  The ceremony garners the authority of “tradition” providing a culturally 
salient means to contend with the unfamiliar space of settlement whilst also speaking to 
a dynamic set of contemporary transnational forces surrounding the Karen.   
Hayami (2004, pp. 152-153), for example, argues that whilst the participants in Karen 
wrist-tying ‘situate themselves in relation to community as it is constituted’, they are 
not restricted to ‘any particular social reality or identity’ but rather within multiple 
spaces according to their specific household, village, roles and relationships.  The 
ceremony then is an encompassing space where people can emplace themselves within 
other multiple spaces of home, here and there, and in relation to personhood and 
community.  The result is that people can negotiate belonging in meaningful ways that 
can attempt to address out-of-place feelings.   
It is not that the ceremony can resolve all community tensions, but it is a powerful 
vessel for facilitating the co-presence of multiple discourses.  Whilst the “pan-identity” 
work of the ceremony cannot be ignored, it is the acknowledgement and negotiation of 
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complexity and multiplicity of meaning beneath the surface that is perhaps most 
remarkable here. As Gravers argues, 
Rituals activate the historical memory as part of present practices.  
Values and ethical concepts are transferred from the past to the present 
through rituals. They provide a schema of collective memory and 
identity that can supersede the ethnic and political fragmentation and the 
disenchantment of deadlocked political struggles.  Rituals and symbols 
communicate particular identities as well as universal messages. (2001, 
pp. 23-24) 
The ceremony thus builds solidarity and yet also lays bare the implicit diversities that 
can potentially divide this resettled community. We do not wish to imply that the 
ceremony is only a window to the “internal” complexities of the Karen community, 
albeit played out on a transnational scale.  Indeed the ceremony directly addresses local 
circumstances and the challenges of integration within this new context. After 
approximately eight years of settlement in Brisbane (at the time of writing), the Karen 
have established a solid foundation of social organisations as well as many positive 
relationships with local communities.  The predominantly Christian Karen in Brisbane 
have, for example, fostered many positive relationships with local established church 
congregations.  Many of these congregations run “family buddy” programs, whereby 
Karen families are supported in their everyday activities (going to the doctor, finishing 
school homework, etc.) by members of these churches (typically older-aged, Australian-
born).  These sorts of connections assist in developing English language skills that can 
facilitate greater opportunities elsewhere such as in employment, training and education.   
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On the other hand Karen who do not have these sorts of social linkages struggle with 
social isolation. Not least of the reasons for this alienation are feelings of loss and 
sadness, experiences of racism and a continued difficulty with acquiring proficiency in 
English.  Taken together these various struggles and achievements of community are 
crystallised within the ceremony.  The ceremony in many ways represents a prism for 
understanding many of the identity challenges related to settlement for the Karen.   
 
Understandings of settlement; transnationalism and community 
building 
The ceremony thus reflects both the complexity of challenges as well as the 
sophistication of the Karen using transnational engagements – homeland practice, 
consciousness and collective memory – to address such challenges.  Transnational 
engagements help people use their roots to establish a new rootedness, or to use practice 
from the homeland to help feel “at home” in settlement.  Glick Schiller and colleagues 
(2011) argue that such transnational creativity allows for both rootedness and openness 
to co-exist in migrant lives.  The result is a cosmopolitan sociability ‘through which 
migrants build homes and sacred spaces in a new environment and within transnational 
networks’ (Glick Schiller et al. 2011, p. 400).  At a domestic level, Holcombe (2004) 
demonstrates how Indigenous communities in Australia use ritual engagements to 
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establish a rootedness to place and identity.  She argues that new rituals, when situated 
as reflections of “old” ones, can become a source for the (re)construction of local 
personhood and as a means of reterritorialising identity within the new surrounds.  
Rangkla (2014) similarly argues that Karen ethno-nationalists have adapted the 
ceremony to become a symbol of Karen nationalism, so that now it is integral to the 
cultural complex of displaced Karen on the Thai-Burma border. 
It is not surprising that people turn to their own cultural schema as a source of normality 
in settlement, since settlement is regularly characterised by disruption and unfamiliarity.  
Settling people use familiar cultural practices to bring the “there” to the “here” – 
however these two spaces are regarded – so that settlement is no longer living betwixt 
(Korac 2009) but instead within multiple spaces.  As Gow (2002, p. 192) explains, the 
transnational imagination, or transnational consciousness, allows resettled people ‘to 
deal with experiences of displacement and settlement, and to design new forms of 
belonging’ so they can maintain important place-making relationships between people, 
identities and communities (Sampson and Gifford 2010, p. 117).  There is often an 
assumption in discussions of settlement that it is a contained process of the “settlers” 
adapting or acculturating into their new home.  The simplistic linear assumption of 
cultural adaptation here allows little space for a transnational imagination in which the 
“there”, “here” and “elsewhere” remain critical to ongoing settlement.   
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Our approach here is to examine the ceremony not as an othered cultural artefact, but 
instead as a reflection of community building and integrative techniques.  It is important 
to make such a distinction, since the ceremonial practice of wrist-tying could so easily 
be understood as nothing more than a “quaint” exotic practice or even worse as 
evidence of “outsiders” not “fitting in” to the mainstream milieu, a common xenophobic 
attitude within Australia (Pedersen et al. 2006).  Narrowly framed ideas of integration 
are not only problematic heuristics for scholarship about settlement, but are also 
politically dangerous since they align rather than disrupt racist logics of social disorder, 
as for example in the Netherlands (Schinkel 2013).  Within the contemporary cultural 
politics of Australia, the current government’s aggressive border protection policy 
renders asylum seekers as “illegal” fuelling not only xenophobia but also a hierarchy of 
“deserving” and “non-deserving” forced migrants and a consequent politics of 
exclusion. 
The politics of difference and how it is accounted for within our understanding of 
settlement is one we argue deserves much greater attention.  In particular, we argue that 
it is vital to move away from simplistic accounts of settlement as if attachments to other 
parts of the world can be neatly separated from the experience of making a meaningful 
life “here”.  
We suggest that the examination of a Karen wrist-tying ceremony within the context of 
forced migration makes for a modest contribution to developing a more nuanced 
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approach to understanding the complex negotiations of identity and community building 
that refugee communities undertake as part of settling in a new country.  
It should be no surprise that the wrist-tying ceremony holds community building 
significance for the Karen, since, as we described, social reproduction and solidarity are 
important historical features of the ceremony and appear to continue today across the 
global Karen diaspora, despite its inherent diversity.  This dynamic has been 
commented upon by Rangkla (2013, p. 20) who suggests that Buddhist Karen living in 
exile on the Thai-Burma border use familiar cultural practices to establish 
belongingness to new places and that such a process ‘enable[s] a sense of normalcy and 
familiarity to take root in their new residential space’.  MacLachlan (2012) has observed 
a similar role for the Karen wrist-tying ceremony in the United States, with a particular 
focus on the construction of a pan-Karen identity.  Both of these studies are therefore 
useful examples of how the ceremony can be adapted to support emplacement in 
contexts of displacement and resettlement. 
This paper takes a similar approach, though by adopting a transnational lens we 
emphasise the multiplicity of local and global meanings within the ceremony.  We 
argue then for an account of settlement that embraces the interconnections of 
community building needs here and there.  Rather than simplistically dichotomise “here 
and there” in settlement we explore the integrative discourse of the wrist-tying 
ceremony as a means of understanding how the Karen simultaneously create familiarity 
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and social connection within both a new “local” space as well as affirm connections to 
“home” and the wider global diaspora.   
 
Conclusion: Wrist-tying as familiarity-building in settlement 
This examination of the Karen wrist-tying ceremony demonstrates the social and 
political complexities of settlement and identity work.  The ceremony can be 
constructively positioned as a means of reconciling betwixtness and being out-of-place.  
Whilst the ceremony draws on the power of “tradition”, it nevertheless grapples with a 
contemporary context.  The ethnographic analysis presented here suggests that the 
ceremony provides a means of socio-cultural reproduction by focusing on solidarity and 
cultural integrity whilst also acknowledging difference.  The ceremony thus 
demonstrates strategic adaptations in traditional practice in transnational contexts. 
Wrist-tying reasserts Karen identity – an identity so often under attack in their initial 
experience of becoming refugees and in their experience of settling in Australia amid 
the challenges of exclusion.    
Whilst we recognise that such meaning-making cannot speak to all in the Karen 
diaspora, it is nonetheless a significant symbolic and discursive activity which provides 
a powerful vignette of the workings of both the diversity and the sameness of the Karen.  
Moreover, the capacity to manage these tensions along with the challenges of settlement 
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in Australia give credence to the ceremony in facilitating familiar cultural practice in 
unfamiliar surrounds.  Such a capacity can ease the trauma of (re)settlement and 
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